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        To my husband.

        It’s been a wild ride, but I wouldn’t want to be travelling with anyone but you.
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        To the villagers of Oradour-Sur-Glane – may your story never be forgotten and your sacrifice always be remembered.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you seriously going to sell all this?” Emma demanded. “It might be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen! Honestly, Kennedy, it’s all yours – for free!”

      I managed a faint smile in Emma’s direction but couldn’t draw my thoughts away from the ringing of an imaginary cash register; one which continued to tally the enormous costs of maintaining a place like this. Heck, it wasn’t even maintenance that was needed. From what I could see, thousands of dollars had to be spent to make it safe, let alone habitable. While Emma obviously thought the medieval castle nestled among wild, untended gardens was incredibly romantic, I was a realist.

      “Yeah, I’m going to sell it and hopefully if I make a little money, I might be able to buy a place of my own back home.”

      Emma’s warm brown eyes widened and she laid her hand on my arm. “But Kennedy, it’s been in your family for generations.” She added extra emphasis to the last word, as if I’d be guilty of destroying centuries of family history in one fell swoop by selling the place. The reality couldn’t be further from Emma’s romantic notions. This wasn’t some enchanting fairy tale where I’d inherited a magnificent medieval castle, one which turned out to be my birthright – instead I was inheriting a crumbling heap of ancient buildings because some obscure great uncle I’d never heard of died, leaving no known heirs. There was nothing romantic about it.

      Emma wasn’t going to be dissuaded however. She’s been my best friend since childhood, and the two of us couldn’t have been more different. I was pragmatic, sensible – a realist. I’d needed to be after Dad abandoned us when I was three and Mom committed suicide when I was eight years old, and I’d heard it came about after years of mental health issues. In fact, I’d discovered a long history of alcoholism, mental illness, tragic accidents and suicide in both the Miller family and Mom’s family, the Atkinsons. Until I’d heard from the trustee dealing with Great Uncle Gilbert’s estate I’d been under the assumption I had no living relatives. Even my wayward father had been killed in a motorcycle accident two years after he’d abandoned me and Mom, which I discovered when I tried to find him after I turned eighteen.

      I’d been fortunate; orphaned in my birth town of Liberty, Oklahoma I’d faced an uncertain future in the foster system until I was taken in by local widowed rancher Nell Purdue, and her daughter Maree. The two women showered me with affection as I grew into adolescence and I’d reached adulthood under their attentive gaze.

      While I was utterly practical, Emma was the complete opposite. A dreamer and a hopeless romantic, Emma was convinced the world revolved around rainbows and unicorns. She was no doubt looking at the crumbling buildings and seeing a fabulously romantic future, filled with beauty and enchantment.

      All I saw was a pile of collapsing architecture, massive restoration costs and a bucket load of headaches.

      “C’mon, let’s drive up and check it out,” Emma suggested, already heading back to the rental vehicle. Settling in to the SUV, she was all smiles and sparkling eyes as she continued to eye the castle, her excitement barely contained. No doubt she was imagining ballrooms and glass slippers, Prince Charming and a happily ever after.

      I sighed and stalked across the gravel. Slipping into the driver’s seat, I stared out through the windshield at my inheritance – ‘Les Sables Rideaux’. Perched high on the cliff, I suspected the castle had specifically been designed to resist attacks from outside forces. It was huge, overlooking the Loire Valley it consisted of walls which seemed to erupt out of the jagged precipice supporting them. The walls soared skywards, rough-hewn stone of a dark sandy color which contrasted sharply with the surrounding greenery. Many of the turrets were devoid of their conical roofs, and in other places I could see where the roofing on some of the main structures had collapsed.

      Emma clasped her hands together under her chin. “It’s amazing,” she breathed.

      “It’s a disaster,” I retorted.

      “But Kennedy, it’s so beautiful!”

      I snorted, a particularly unladylike sound, and pushed the ignition button. The SUV had been provided by the trustee – and clearly, he’d been aware of just how overgrown and jungle-like the land surrounding the castle had become because nothing less than a four by four could possibly traverse such rough ground. “I’m not keeping it, Em.”

      “Think of the possibilities!”

      “Think of the cost!”

      “You could live here; it would be amazing.”

      “No way.”

      Emma pouted. “I would help you.”

      I chuckled, accelerating and driving carefully between two vast trees, navigating what could loosely be described as a driveway. “What are you going to do, Em? You’re an obstetrics nurse – you’re not qualified to deal with this catastrophe. And my limited skills couldn’t accomplish a tenth of the work it needs.”

      Emma wasn’t going to be deterred. “It would make an amazing hotel.”

      “No.”

      “You could open it as a tourist attraction.”

      “No.”

      “I’m sure Nell and Maree would fly here and help out.”

      “I’m not discussing this,” I said, deliberately turning up the volume on the stereo. It was a French radio station and what sounded like a talkback program but I didn’t care what was coming through the speakers - I just needed to drown out Emma’s protests.

      “Don’t you want to know more about the castle, how it came to be in your family?” Emma asked, raising her voice to be heard.

      “Nope.”

      Emma pursed her lips together in a frustrated line and crossed her arms against her chest. “Can’t you even try to see the possibilities?”

      “No.”

      “Can’t you wait to make up your mind until after you’ve seen the inside?”

      “No.”

      It was Emma’s turn to sigh, and she settled back in the seat, lapsing into stony silence.

      I continued driving, not remotely convinced the argument was over. Emma had only fired her opening salvos in this battle – she’d no doubt use the remainder of the journey to shore up her arguments and create new ones.

      I squared my shoulders resolutely. It didn’t matter what the hell we found when we reached the heavily fortified walls – I couldn’t keep it.
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        * * *

      

      The drive twisted and turned between gnarled, ancient trees, their broad canopies blocking the sunlight. The castle disappeared and reappeared a number of times as I steered the SUV around hairpin bends and dealt with patches where the shingle disappeared altogether, leaving only a barely discernible track to follow. While I gripped the steering wheel firmly and negotiated some of the tougher aspects of the drive, Emma had overcome her mood of a few minutes ago and punctuated the tense silence with squeals of delight each time the castle reemerged.

      I drove with the window down, inhaling the musky scent of damp ground and moss. In here, among the detritus of history long past, it was easy to get carried away by the idea we’d left our own time and travelled to a distant past, a time when this land was wild and untamed, filled with mystery and adventure.

      I smirked. For a minute there, I’d almost sounded as hopelessly romantic as Emma. Inhaling sharply to clear my thoughts, I maneuvered through the last sharp turn and brought the SUV to a halt.

      Before us, the rough drive petered out, leaving only a narrow bridge leading out across the chasm. I wasn’t certain I trusted the bridge structure enough to drive the SUV across it. From here, we would need to walk.

      The bridge seemed solid enough, constructed of the same sandy stone as the castle itself; here it had darkened and discolored to a deep butterscotch hue over the centuries. It was patchworked with masses of dark green moss and a vigorous blue-green trailing plant curled across the stonework and draped down, reaching for the gaping chasm below. I stepped out of the car and walked over to where the bridge started. The location had no doubt been carefully chosen when this behemoth was built – the only way into it was across this narrow bridge and on every side it was protected by a sheer cliff face. Almost three quarters of the distance across, the bridge was secured by a tall, narrow guard house, consisting of an arched gateway with the castle revealed beyond. It was easy to imagine this gateway had long ago housed a substantial portcullis, lowered into place in the face of approaching danger. I visualized a parade of men galloping towards the gate, mounted two abreast on destriers. Wearing chainmail, and metal helmets to protect their faces, they would have broadswords and axes hanging from their waists.

      Sheesh. Maybe romanticism was contagious, and I’d caught it from Emma. With a heavy sigh, I stalked back to the car and grabbed my purse, flinging it across my shoulder.

      Emma was already stepping onto the bridge and I held my breath for an instant, wondering if the eight-hundred-year-old structure was sound. The trustee, Monsieur Perrault had already assured us in heavily accented English that the foundations of the castle and the surrounding structures were strong – in excellent condition, in fact. He’d taken great pains to reassure me that he’d visited numerous times, ensuring everything was prepared for my arrival. I suspected it was more because he was contemplating the exorbitant fees he’d rake in when I sold the place, rather than any pressing concern he might hold for our safety.

      Emma leaned over the side of the bridge, gazing at the ground far below. “Isn’t it amazing!” she announced. “Just imagine how wonderful it would be to live here.”

      I sighed heavily. For just a split-second I contemplated pushing Emma over the edge. I loved her deeply, but some days I wondered if she would drive me to insanity before I reached my thirtieth birthday. “No, I can’t imagine it. And I’m not going to imagine it. I’m not keeping it.” I stepped onto the cobblestones and started the walk across the bridge, Emma following along and chattering like an excited bird.

      I glanced skyward when we reached the guardhouse, inspecting the gaping holes in the roof where it had collapsed, allowing sunlight to stream through. The remaining slate which maintained a precarious grip on the roofing beams was doing little to protect anyone from the elements.

      Despite our visit coinciding with the height of a French summer, the air was cool – this area overlooking the Loire Valley was heavily wooded and had grown wild for the most part. My elusive great uncle abandoned Les Sables Rideaux some forty years prior, leaving it to decay while he retreated to the bright lights and ambiance of Paris. He’d never purchased a property in the city, instead choosing to live for nearly four decades in a penthouse suite at the Ritz, eating up the substantial funds he’d held on copious quantities of expensive wine and beautiful women. When he died this past September he’d been almost penniless, the only thing left being this castle, which by all accounts had been ransacked throughout the years to maintain his continued residence at the Paris hotel.

      With no heirs, no wife and no family, the estate had been left in the hands of the trustee, Perrault, who’d searched the world for an heir, finally discovering my existence after a protracted search.

      My cell phone chimed, indicating an incoming text message and I pulled it from my jeans pocket, surprised to be getting reception. The Loire Valley was pockmarked with magnificent vineyards and charming medieval villages, so I guess it stood to reason there would be a cell tower nearby.

      NELL: Are you there yet? What’s it like?

      I snapped a photo of the castle and sent it back in a return message. It only took seconds for the cell to chime again.

      NELL: Oh heavens. Bet Emma’s already trying to talk you into keeping it.

      I tapped out a response.

      KENNEDY: Yep. Not happening.

      Slipping the cell into the back pocket of my jeans, I hurried to catch up with Emma, bracing myself to ward off her over-exuberance. If she was this delighted with the outside, I could only imagine what she’d be like when she saw the interior.
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      Reaching the outer wall of the castle, a shiver of apprehension swept over my skin as I retrieved the enormous iron key from my purse. Monsieur Perrault had given it to us when we met him the previous day.

      I saw Emma rubbing her hands across her upper arms, trying to warm herself against the sudden chill in the air. I suspected the same sense of impending doom I was experiencing was dampening her previous exuberance, but I couldn’t blame her. There was an air of strangeness hanging over the entire castle, the atmosphere oppressive.

      Unlocking the heavy wooden gates proved easier than I’d expected; despite the general air of decay it seemed some regular maintenance was being done. The huge key slipped into the lock and turned easily. The gate opened smoothly, although it took us both to shove it far enough to slip inside. Our isolated location made me cautious and once inside I slipped the key back into the locking mechanism and turned it. I didn’t know this country, didn’t know the area and wouldn’t risk unwelcome visitors coming across us out here.

      We entered a vast, cobblestoned courtyard, surrounded by walls towering to a height of twenty feet. The castle rose majestically in front of us and even I had to admit it was breathtaking. Built in the thirteenth century, Les Sables Rideaux was still magnificent despite the air of decay. The cobblestones were covered in a thick layer of rotting vegetation and it was easy to imagine a fresh layer of leaves settling and decomposing every year for the past four decades. The castle soared skyward in a confusing mix of towers and turrets, suggesting it had been expanded on repeatedly as the years passed. Tall, conical rooves finished off many of the towers and a lot of the walls were created from medieval wood and daub. Despite being abandoned so long ago, the structure itself – as the good Monsieur Perrault constantly reassured me – appeared sound.

      We walked across the courtyard, the only noise punctuating the silence being the occasional eruptions of birdsong from outside the walls. In the distance, I thought I heard rushing water. I’d read an information brochure back at the village which mentioned a waterfall nearby, and I wondered if that was the source of the sound. The entrance to the castle was daunting; vast double doors, arched and constructed from roughly-hewn wood stood at the upper end of a long cobblestoned ramp, further highlighting the majesty of an already breathtaking building. It was designed to intimidate, guarded by four vast stone creatures, sightless eyes staring down at us from the blocks of stone they stood on at either side of the ramp. Emma came to a stop, studying one of them. “What sort of animal is that?” she questioned.

      I glanced back, giving one of the strange creatures a brief onceover. It was the weirdest thing I’d ever seen, and could only have come from mythology, a creature created from pieces of four or five different animals. “I have no idea,” I muttered, striding up the cobblestoned ramp.

      The doors soared to nearly twice my height. Given I was close to six feet tall, that made them substantial. I used the same key to unlock them and the lock mechanism operated smoothly although I needed Emma’s assistance again to push the door open far enough to slip through the gap.

      “Oh, my.”

      I turned at the sound of Emma’s breathy voice and swallowed heavily. We were standing in a huge room, easily outsizing the ranch house I shared with Nell and Maree in the States. Despite being abandoned for such a long time, it seemed in relatively good condition - better than I’d expected. The walls were stone, dark and grey, soaring to a height of almost thirty feet. An imposing staircase swept up to the next level. Several substantial wooden doors, aged timber boards joined together with sturdy black iron fixtures punctuated either side of where we stood. At the top of the stairs many more doors were visible.

      “Have you got the map?” Before leaving Sur Le Marionet, Perrault provided us with a map of the castle which consisted of seventy rooms and fifteen outbuildings. Besides the main structure, Perrault had mentioned the existence of stables, several cottages, a blacksmiths and armory, along with other small outbuildings with no specific purpose. He’d provided a hand-drawn map, giving us guidance about the size and layout and initially insisted on accompanying us, but I’d objected. He seemed as enthusiastic about Les Sables Rideaux as Emma and I didn’t need two people trying to coax me into keeping it.

      Emma produced the map from her purse. Unfolding it, she twisted it around in her hands until she got orientated. “Let’s start on the ground floor.”

      “Okay,” I agreed reluctantly.

      We wandered from room to room, reduced to stunned silence by the majestic architecture, intricately carved woodwork and soaring ceilings. Some of the rooms had been modernized, walls plastered and electric lighting installed. Others still sported roughhewn rock walls and tremendous stone fireplaces, hearths bare of adornment or fuel. A thick layer of dust covered everything, and painted walls were peeling and damaged from years of neglect and in some cases, exposure to the elements where windows had broken, or the roof was collapsing. No furniture remained, and I assumed it'd been stripped bare after the castle was abandoned. Throughout the castle, a pervading smell of damp tickled our noses, the odor a mixture of wet socks and damp coats.

      “Wow,” Emma breathed. “This is beautiful.”

      We’d entered an expansive room, filled from floor to ceiling with bookshelves. The shelves had apparently been emptied decades ago, the wood deteriorating with the passage of time. Some of the shelves were adorned with tall, glass-fronted doors and these hung open at intervals around the perimeter. Some were water-damaged, the hinges rusted, leaving doors hanging haphazardly, barely clinging to their original situation. The room was vast, two floors tall and a rickety staircase led to the second level, hugging the outside walls and creating a narrow walkway from which the upper bookcases could be accessed.

      “It’s a mess.” Studying the sagging floor, I came to the conclusion it would be foolish to go up the stairs and test out the upper level. Despite the general air of decay, it was a magnificent room. The walls were paneled with beautifully carved oak, the floor tiled in black and white mosaics. A marble fireplace dominated one wall and I could imagine people sitting around a roaring fire, reading favorite books from the expansive library. I wondered what had happened to the books.

      Drawing back from questions which had no answers, I watched the play of light filtering through the grimy windows. Seven feet high and arched, set in stone framework, I thought the glass might be old, possibly medieval. The panes were edged by strips of lead, creating triangles of green-tainted glass which shadowed a montage of patterns on the tiled floor.

      “I’ll admit, there’s a lot of work to be done,” Emma began.

      “Em, it’d take the entire contents of the New York City library to fill a room this big with books,” I responded mildly as we left the room. “And that’s the least of the problems.” I glanced at the map in Emma’s hands. “What’s next?”

      Emma consulted the map for a minute and I hid a grin when she rotated the paper to bring it in line with our current position. “We’ve seen all the rooms on the ground floor,” she announced, adjusting the map a little more. She hesitated for a second or two, then shuffled a few steps to the left, eyeing our surroundings before she spoke. “If we walk down to the end of that long plastered hall, we should find another circular staircase…” She glanced up from the map, eyes shining. “Then we can head downstairs and check out the basement, and underneath that, there’s a grotto.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Grotto?”

      “Yeah. Perrault’s map doesn’t give any information, it just says ‘underground grotto’.” She seemed delighted by the prospect, her excitement tangible. “Come on, Kenn, let’s go check it out.”

      I couldn’t imagine there would be anything interesting in the underground section of the castle, especially after seeing nothing but abandoned rooms, but we’d come to do a thorough investigation and it should include everything. Seeing Emma’s bright eyes and hopeful smile, I couldn’t disappoint her. “Sure. Lead the way.”

      Emma hurried along the hallway she’d mentioned, the span of it suggested it was long enough to run the entire length of the castle. The walls had once been painted in brilliant turquoise, but the paint had deteriorated, bubbling and peeling away from much of the towering walls. Overhead, the ceiling had been painted in fresco, depicting cherubs and angels, and chariots pulled by ethereal, silvery-white steeds who raced across the ceiling between billowy clouds. It reminded me of photos I’d seen of the Sistine Chapel in Italy and I pondered over who might have painted this ceiling. It had been extensively water-damaged, the paint flaking and peeling, but the fresco’s beauty still shone through.

      “Maybe the kitchens are downstairs,” Emma mused. “When I went to England some of the old houses had their kitchens and laundries in a separate level below ground.”

      “How come?” I questioned.

      “Because that way,” Emma glanced down at the map, “the lord and lady of the house didn’t need to interact with the house staff. In most cases, the staff even had their own staircase so they could move about without bothering their masters.”

      “Sounds positively medieval,” I remarked.

      “Actually, it’s more mid-to-late nineteenth century when the houseowner didn’t want to see the servants,” Emma said with a smile. “I’m just guessing about the kitchens in this old place.”

      I was enjoying Emma’s knowledge of history despite myself and when we reached the end of the lengthy hall, she reached out to turn the heavy doorknob on yet another curved wooden door.

      The contrast between the hallway and what lay beyond was surreal. This area of the castle was circular, suggesting we’d entered one of the towers, and it was built from rough stone blocks, seamlessly locked together to create the walls. The turreted roof above us must be damaged because water had cascaded down the circular stairwell leaving a mess of debris and moss littering the steps.

      I stepped out onto the landing and surveyed our surroundings. Above us, the circular stairwell disappeared to another level but sunlight was visible, confirming my suspicions that the roof had probably collapsed.

      Below us the steps swiftly vanished into gloomy blackness, leaving what lay beyond indistinguishable.

      “Looks like we’ll have to forget about the grotto for today. It’s too dark.”

      “Of course we won’t,” Emma retorted. She reached into her purse and pulled out a flashlight. “I came prepared.”
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        * * *

      

      I followed Emma, the flashlight’s beam waving back and forth over the stone steps. She stepped cautiously, taking the descent into the lower levels vigilantly and ensuring each step was discernable so I could follow without breaking my neck.

      When we reached the next level Emma lifted the flashlight and shone it over the expanse, giving us both a clear view.

      The walls, ceiling and floor had all been carved from vast blocks of stone. The walls towered over us, supporting a vaulted ceiling of enormously tall arches to support the castle above. It created a long, wide gallery with a pervading smell of damp and rich earth every time I inhaled. The air was cooler down here, and I rubbed my arms to ward off the unexpected chill.

      Emma shone the flashlight along one side wall, then the other. As far as the eye could see, door after door was revealed, leading into darkened rooms whose contents were elusive in the shadows.

      Emma walked over to the first doorway and peeked inside, flashing the light from one side to the other. “Some sort of storage, I guess. It’s empty.”

      I stole a glance over Emma’s shoulder and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. The solid wooden door was held together with thick bands of iron and enormous hinges held it against the interior wall. The room beyond was a small, windowless alcove and as we made our way along the gallery, I saw each room was identical.

      “I think they could be jail cells,” I suggested. We’d reached the far end of the gallery and another steep flight of stairs was visible. I’d experienced the same prickling sensation with each tiny room, the feeling that something terrible had happened here.

      Emma whirled around, nearly blinding me with the flashlight. “Really? You think they kept prisoners here? That’s awesome!”

      I indicated the stairs and gently turned Emma back around. “Not so much for anyone who was incarcerated here. Let’s keep going, before the batteries go flat.”

      “I put fresh ones in this morning,” Emma retorted, carefully stepping down onto the first step. “And I brought spares.”

      I came to a standstill, staring at Emma’s retreating back with admiration before hurriedly following her down the stairs. For a woman who quite often seemed away with the fairies, she sometimes surprised me with her organization skills.

      These steps were steeper and exceedingly narrow. The deeper we descended, the wetter the walls got. An ominous silence descended, and my heartbeat sped up as the sense of isolation and unease increased.

      “Jeez, it’s just like a cave,” Emma announced. She released her breath in an audible whoosh. “I think we’ve made it to the lower level.”

      “Isn’t that what a grotto is?” I asked. “Some type of cave?” I inched my foot down onto the last step, which disappeared in darkness when Emma swung the flashlight beam upwards. Reaching flat ground, I glanced up in relief and the breath left my lungs in a rush with a first glance at our surroundings.

      It was astounding. We’d reached the bowels of the castle and as Emma said, it was cave-like in appearance. The air was cold and damp and I focused on the melodious drip-dripping of water plummeting from the ceiling and splashing into a small lake, visible a few feet from where we stood. The rock had been carved out naturally over time and stalactites hung from the roof, creating unique formations to shadow the expanse. Emma’s flashlight shone across the ground, revealing an area forty feet in width and stretching much farther in the opposite direction, the true size hidden in darkness.

      “I don’t think there’s anything down here,” I said.

      “Let’s walk a little further,” Emma suggested, enthusiasm still coloring her voice.

      Instinct had me wanting to run back up the stairs. There was something eerie about this place, something which caused the fine hairs on the back of my neck to stand on end. It was unusual for me to be unsettled, I’d never had a particularly nervous disposition, but down here… somehow there was something distinctly creepy about this place.

      “Look!” Emma shone the flashlight along a discernible pathway and in the narrow shaft of light I could see the edge of a carved surface. “Let’s find out what it is. I think it’s a stone plinth.”

      I didn’t have a clue what a ‘plinth’ was, but I’d take Emma’s word for it. “What would it be doing down here?” I muttered. It didn’t make sense, there’d been nothing tangible to see in the upper levels of the castle, so why store something all the way down here?

      Emma was on the move before I could argue, walking swiftly through the grotto to reach what she’d seen. The beam of light revealed not one marble plinth but seven, standing along one damp wall. Emma shone the flashlight from one to the next and I stared in disbelief.

      Seven marble statues – men – stood before us, each one totally naked, captured in a pose which revealed a natural sense of athleticism. They reminded me of the statue ‘David’ by Michelangelo, which I’d seen in pictures, although in this case, each statue’s muscles were more sharply defined than in Michelangelo’s masterpiece, and six of the seven had long hair, exquisitely sculptured in marble. The seventh man’s hair was shorter, but still reached his shoulders. As the shaft of light flashed over each statue I studied their faces. Each was unique; whoever carved them had captured a sense of natural posture and movement when they’d been memorialized for eternity and left here, standing on their marble pedestals.

      Emma stepped closer. “They could have been carved yesterday,” she said, offering me a wry grin. “They’re certainly well built. I think whoever carved them was compensating for something.” She reached up and placed a hand over one statue’s groin, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively as she cupped its genitals.

      “Oh, God, Em – really?” I groaned. I took the flashlight from Emma to study the statues myself. “Don’t you think it’s strange that there isn’t the slightest sign of damage? No mold or discoloration, no chipping?”

      “I think it’s strange that they’ve been left down here,” Emma agreed. She’d stepped away from the statue she’d accosted and was studying the other six. “They really are amazingly detailed. Maybe nobody realized they’d been left behind?”

      “The stairs are too well used from when the castle was inhabited. I doubt they could have been missed. And why would they have been hidden away down here?”

      “They could be worth a fortune!” Emma suddenly announced, her voice full of enthusiasm. “You can sell them and use the money to restore the castle!”

      I rolled my eyes. “No way. I’m heading back to Oklahoma, just as soon as this is sorted out.” I stepped forward, lost my footing and slipped on a wet patch of ground, reaching out with one hand seeking support.

      My flailing hand encountered one of the statues and I gripped a solid marble calf to steady myself before I fell on my ass.

      A rumbling sound echoed around us and I was shocked when the marble calf I’d gripped grew warmer and started to… soften. I swung the flashlight up and watched, terrified, as the marble cracked and started to flake away, leaving real human flesh in its wake. With a startled scream, I stumbled back and fell on the muddy ground.

      “Run!” I shrieked at Emma, scrambling to my feet and turning tail to sprint in the direction of the stairs. I grabbed Emma’s hand and yanked her along with me, not daring to look back. My only goal was to reach the stairs, run up them and get the hell out of this castle.
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        * * *

      

      “Attendre! Ma dame, s'il vous plaît, revenez! Madame, s'il vous plaît, nous avons besoin… d'aide !1”

      The voice which yelled behind us was strained, hoarse and gravelly, as if the speaker was unused to talking.

      “S'il vous plaît, ma dame, aidez-moi, s'il vous plaît!2”

      “Kennedy, what is it?” Emma panted, struggling to keep up. “What did you see?”

      “Just run!” I urged. I was terrified, not certain what I’d seen. Whatever it was, it couldn’t possibly be real and despite the shouts from behind us I was firmly in denial. Marble statues didn’t come to life and start chasing people.

      A muffled curse sounded behind us and I sped up, following the wildly flailing light beam and searching for the stairs we’d descended only minutes before. Where were they? I thought I should see them by now, but all the flashlight revealed was damp stone walls, the light playing on the stone to create silvery trails cascading towards the floor.

      Emma shrieked abruptly, tumbling to the floor and dragging me down with her. I dropped the flashlight and scrambled desperately to retrieve it, watching in dismay when it rolled across the damp ground and slid down into the shallow lake. When a hand gripped my ankle I kicked fiercely, trying to break free. The glow of the flashlight quickly faded as it sank to the bottom of the lake and we were plunged into darkness.

      I fought back the urge to panic, struggling and kicking out at the hand which gripped my ankle. We had to get out of the grotto and back up the stairs to have any type of fighting chance.

      A satisfying grunt came from behind me when one of my kicks contacted with something. Scrambling crab-like away from the man, I heard Emma shriek and twisted in the direction of the sound.

      A pool of light was approaching, revealing the stairs I’d been so desperate to find. The circle of illumination was larger than the one Emma’s little flashlight had produced, and I couldn’t decide what was more frightening; the mud-covered man who was still snatching vainly at my ankle, or the light descending from above, bringing who-knew-what with it. I’d locked both the gates and the vast castle doors when we arrived, so we should be alone. So who was approaching us now?

      Emma had pulled herself together and with an angry shout she started slapping the man’s naked back, pummeling him with her fists and screaming like a banshee. I used the rapidly expanding circle of light to search the nearby ground for something I could use as a weapon.

      My anxiety only grew when the trustee, Monsieur Perrault appeared at the base of the stairwell, gripping a hurricane lamp in his hand. His dapper grey suit and neat red tie seemed at odds with our surroundings. When he spoke, his voice held excitement as he peppered the silence with swift French. “Oh mon dieu, tu l'as fait! Vous les avez ramenés à la vie!”3

      The muddy man’s eyes widened, and he used a hand to shield them from the bright lantern. He glanced from me to Monsieur Perrault and I caught the panic in his dark eyes. “Mon Seigneur … s'il vous plaît … aidez-nous.”4

      Emma scrambled to her feet and hurried across to Monsieur Perrault, wrapping her arms around his neck. I cringed at the muddy marks she left on his pristine clothing but if he could help us out of this mess, it didn’t matter.

      “Monsieur! What are you doing here?” Emma demanded. “This guy was in the grotto! He was going to kill us!” She gripped the lapels of his suit, leaving more muddy prints.

      “Chut, jeune femme,”5 Perrault began, before he shook his head and continued in English, patting Emma’s shoulder. “I will explain everything, I give you my word. But first…”

      To my disbelief Perrault stepped past Emma, offering her one last reassuring pat on the shoulder. Then he strode across to the muddy stranger and knelt, resting his hand on the naked man’s shoulder and lowering the lamp to the ground. “Il y a beaucoup de choses que nous devons expliquer, mon ami. Ce n'est pas votre temps.”6

      I narrowed my eyes. “What’s going on?” I demanded, watching Perrault helping the man to his feet. For an elderly man, he was revealing hidden strengths – the man he was assisting was no lightweight; tall, perhaps nearly six and a half feet, with a muscular build. I averted my eyes when he got to his feet, avoiding his naked body whether it was mud-covered or not.

      “A moment, if you please,” Perrault responded, sounding breathless when he wrapped his arm around the man’s shoulders. “First, we must help him upstairs. Tell me,” he glanced around the darkened grotto, back in the direction we’d come from. “Where are the others?”

      “The others? What are you talking about?” I demanded.

      Perrault indicated the hurricane lamp, still sitting on the ground. “The lamp please, demoiselle. I assure you, I will explain everything. But I must know where the others are.”

      “They aren’t anywhere! They’re just statues! Marble statues!” The disbelief in my voice was tangible, even as I snatched up the lantern.

      Perrault spared me a glance, a wry smile playing across his lips. “Demoiselle, I assure you that this man and those other six – they are as human as you and I. For now, let us get this one upstairs and then we shall deal with one problem at a time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      “Mr. Perrault, what the hell is going on?” I demanded, keeping a wary eye on the man who’d apparently come to life before my eyes. But what I’d seen – what I thought I’d seen – it was impossible.

      “A moment, demoiselle, if you please,” Perrault muttered.

      I realized he’d come prepared for this eventuality. He’d wrapped the stranger – the naked man, the statue… what was he? – in a blanket.

      Judging by his broad shoulders and well-developed biceps he was definitely a human male, but a few minutes ago he’d been something else entirely.
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